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Jackson Noah Miller: Rethinking the Achilles at Skyros Myth: Two Representations from 
Pompeii 
(Under the direction of Hérica Valladares) 
 
 
 Previous scholarship on the Pompeiian representations of the Achilles at Skyros myth has 
largely focused on how these works of art communicate moralizing messages about traditional 
gender roles. I argue, however, that artists seem especially interested in exploring and 
representing Achilles and Deidamia’s love story. Through a close analysis of images and texts, I 
demonstrate how amatory themes were central to Roman versions of this myth in both literature 
and art. By focusing on the decorative ensembles from the House of the Dioscuri and the House 
of Apollo I highlight the importance of these images’ architectural contexts in framing the 
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Walking through the House of the Dioscuri (Fig. 1), an ancient visitor would have caught 
sight of many mythological scenes as they made their way through the residence. In the atrium 
paintings depicting Europa on the bull and Pan stumbling upon Hermaphroditus decorated the 
walls over the entrance to the grand peristyle. In the tablinum, they would have found themselves 
between paintings depicting two scenes of Achilles’ life, created sometime between the 
earthquake of 62 C.E. and the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 C.E.1 These images, now damaged and 
with significant lacunae, were excised from these walls and moved to the National 
Archaeological Museum in Naples at an early date.2 Despite the frescoes’ current fragmentary 
state, one can still reconstruct the scenes they once represented and their narratives. On the north 
wall, there was a scene from the Iliad (1.188-198): in this painting, Achilles was shown reaching 
for his sword to counter a (now missing) Agamemnon (Fig. 2). At the same time, Athena, who 
stands behind the Phthian warrior, tugs at his hair to keep the hero in line. On the south wall (Fig. 
3), a different painting captured the moment at which Achilles, still disguised as a girl, betrays 
his identity in Lycomedes’ palace on Skyros. In what remains of the scene, Odysseus seizes 
Achilles’ wrist as the hero grasps the shield that was gifted to the women in Lycomedes’ court. 
 
1 It appears that the House of the Dioscuri suffered some damage during the earthquake of 62 C.E. and thus some 
alterations and replasterings were done. These paintings were part of this new decorative project, and thus are dated 
after the earthquake. For more, see Richardson 1955, p. 104-108 (particularly 107). See below.  
2 The date at which it was moved is not clear, but it appears to have been not long after the house was excavated in 




In the background, Lycomedes, the pater familias and king of Skyros, looks on. Achilles, 
however, gazes off into the distance to a part of the painting that is no longer preserved. 
This scene is the climax of the Achilles at Skyros myth, which relates the events of the 
Phthian hero’s life just before he was taken to Troy. A total of eleven representations of this 
scene have been found at Pompeii: ten frescoes and one mosaic, all of which date to the Flavian 
period.3 This part of Achilles’ life, unlike the Wrath of Achilles story, is not recounted in the 
Homeric epics, and our only surviving literary accounts of this story come from the Hellenistic 
and Roman periods (see below).4 In Latin literature, Ovid alludes to parts of this tale in his 
Metamorphoses (13.165-171) and Ars Amatoria (1.8-11). The most extensive account of 
Achilles’ sojourn on Skyros appears, however, in Statius’ Achilleid, written at the end of the first 
century C.E., well after the destruction of Pompeii. From these works, one can piece together a 
general narrative: Achilles, still a young lad, is brought to Skyros and disguised as a girl by his 
mother, Thetis, so that he may not be sent to die in the Trojan War. Lycomedes, having been told 
that the child is Achilles’ sister, accepts the young hero into his palace and allows him to live 
among the maidens there.  
While on Skyros, Achilles falls in love with Deidamia, Lycomedes’ daughter, and 
eventually, she becomes pregnant with their child, Neoptolemus. In the meantime, the Achaeans 
are preparing for war but become aware that they will never be able to sack Troy without their 
strongest warrior, Achilles. They dispatch Odysseus and other men to locate and retrieve the 
 
3 LIMC 1.1 on Achilleus/Achille à Skyros. See also Trimble 2002, Romizzi 2006, p. 115-116. In comparison, the 
Wrath of Achilles scene, a subject with strong Homeric resonance, appears in only four recorded examples: three 
frescoes and one mosaic, only three of which are in domestic contexts (See Bergman 1994, p. 237; Trimble 2002, p. 
239; Romizzi 2006, p. 117). Paintings portraying Achilles and Briseis are slightly less popular, appearing in only 
three examples from Pompeii. 




Achaean hero. 5 When Odysseus arrives at Lycomedes’ palace, he offers the maidens gifts, 
mostly dazzling jewelry and mirrors but the Ithacan king, famous for his cunning (μήτις), also 
decides to include a shield and sword to tempt the young warrior. Achilles unsurprisingly ignores 
the feminine accouterments proffered by Odysseus as he is entranced instead by the weapons. 
Odysseus sounds the horns of war, and Achilles, in reaction, instinctively reaches for the sword 
and shield to arm himself, but before he can grab them, the Ithacan king seizes Achilles’ wrists. 
This is the moment depicted in the fresco in the House of the Dioscuri. 
This study examines two examples of the Achilles at Skyros scene in their original 
architectural and pictorial contexts, with a particular focus on how these scenes communicate 
themes and messages within the House of the Dioscuri and the House of Apollo. I argue that 
through dialogue with its larger context and through its formal qualities, the painting from the 
House of the Dioscuri and the mosaic from the House of Apollo (Fig. 4) communicate love, loss, 
and heartbreak as central themes. This should be unsurprising since scholars have shown that 
love and loss were crucial concerns in literary representations of the Achilles at Skyros myth. 
However, scholarly analysis of these Pompeiian scenes of Achilles at Skyros has hardly 
addressed these subjects. Instead, interest has been on how these works of art approach 
transformation and issues of gender-bending.6 It is clear that Roman artists and writers also 
utilized the Achilles at Skyros myth to grapple with these subjects,7 but I argue that in the case of 
 
5 Odysseus’ companion varies based on the story. In the Achilleid, its Odysseus and Diomedes (1.536-559).  
According to the testimony of Σ D Il. 19.326, the “κυκλικοί” or Epic Cycle had Nestor and Phoenix join Odysseus. 
This is thought to be what is represented in the Cypria (see below). For issues with the epic cycle, see Burgess 2001. 
6 Frederick 1995, Trimble 2002, Taylor 2008  
7 This is most evident in an ode in which Horace censures his friend Sybaris for allowing love to corrupt him and 
make him too feminine, just as Achilles’ love and garments corrupted the Homeric hero on Skyros (Carm. 1.8). 
“Sybarin cur properes amando / perdere… quid latet, ut marinae / filium dicunt Thetidis sub lacrimosa Troiae / 




the representations in the House of the Dioscuri and House of Apollo, a concerned interest is on 
highlighting the amatory aspects of the story. 
In describing the love and emotions between Achilles and Deidamia, I have found the 
terms “amorous” and “amatory” more helpful than “erotic,” despite “erotic” being more popular 
in the scholarship on this myth. The term “erotic” often connotes explicit sexuality, which is not 
what I see in these representations.8  While I admit that perhaps there is a sexual tension evident 
between the Phthian hero and Deidamia, these images and literary works seem much more 
concerned with the loving and emotional aspects of the two character’s relationship. Thus, 
“erotic” does not seem wholly appropriate for discussing these themes. Instead, “amatory” and 
“amorous,” two terms whose modern connotations are less explicitly sexual, are utilized in this 
study to emphasize the emotional aspects of the often-reproduced scene of Achilles in the court 
of Lycomedes. In these representations of the Achilles at Skyros myth, the focus is on 
developing and depicting the hero as a passionate lover. Additionally, the focus is on the 
couple’s heartbreak when the two realize that Achilles’ discovery in Lycomedes’ palace will rip 
the hero away from his beloved Deidamia. 
II. Literary Evidence 
 Literary evidence can offer insight into what messages the Pompeiian images of the 
Achilles at Skyros myth were meant to communicate. While the literary works should not and 
cannot be used directly to “read” a painting, they can nevertheless help interpret and understand 
 
loving him…? Why does he conceal himself, like the son of marine Thetis under the tear-filled burial of Troy, in 
order that his masculine dress not drag him into death among the Lycian throngs?” In brief, Horace asks why Lydia 
ruins Sybaris with her love, her femininity ruining him, making him like Achilles on Skyros, shamefully hiding from 
war. All translations are my own unless otherwise stated. For how femininity spoils the heroic Achilles, see Trimble 
2002, Taylor 2008, Zanker, et al. 2012. 




these images. One cannot say whether painters were reading particular works of literature to 
compose their images, and even if one could, this does not mean their paintings would have 
strictly adhered to these narratives. These paintings, however, were created in the same cultural 
milieu as several literary works focusing on the life of Achilles. Thus, painters drew from these 
myths explore a variety of themes that also appear in contemporary literature. To put it in 
another way, painters and poets engaged in and responded to the same broader cultural 
conceptions of these myths. A deeper understanding of the themes and messages in ancient 
literary sources can help us more easily trace the themes and messages communicated by the 
Pompeiian wall paintings of Achilles at Skyros. Additionally, Roman viewers would also have 
been familiar with some of these literary works, which would have certainly informed their 
interpretation of the images of Achilles they encountered in these domestic spaces. The literary 
evidence thus is indispensable for understanding this myth and its use in Pompeiian wall 
painting.9  
A review of the literary evidence demonstrates that these paintings’ desire to highlight 
Achilles’ love is nothing novel or unconventional. Instead, it appears that there was already a 
long tradition of considering and highlighting the amorous aspects of the Achilles at Skyros 
myth. It is unclear when this tradition began, especially given that much of the early literary and 
poetic works that incorporate this myth are fragmentary, but it is clear it was unquestionably 
cemented by the first century C.E. Scholars have argued that one of the works of the epic cycle 
may have recounted this myth. While the epic cycle does not survive, we do have some clues 
that the Achilles at Skyros myth perhaps was featured in one or more of these poems. In 
 
9 Some examples of other scholarship in which literary evidence is used to understand and engage with Pompeiian 




particular, the Cypria, which details the events from the judgment of Paris to the events of the 
Iliad, seems to chronicle Achilles’ marriage to Deidamia.10 Proclus’ summary of the lost work 
details that in the epic, Achilles arrives at Skyros due to a dangerous tempest (PEG 19 = 19 
West).11 It is not clear, however, whether Achilles also intends to hide on the island disguised as 
a woman. A testimonia in the scholia of the Iliad, Σ D Il. 19.326 notes that in the “κυκλικοί,”—
here sometimes argued to be referring to the Cypria specifically—there is a story of a gender-
bending Achilles who is later discovered by Odysseus. However, to what extent this story was 
elaborated and explored in the “κυκλικοί” is not revealed.12 Proclus, fortunately, does tell us, 
however, that Achilles will eventually marry (γαµεῖ) Deidamia while on Skyros, offering the 
possibility that there was an interest in the tender aspects of the myth and Achilles’ love life 
early on. However, it is not clear whether this story is particularly amatory, nor how the epic 
poem frames and portrays Achilles. 
 By the Classical period, it appears that the Achilles at Skyros story likely would have 
been familiar to Attic audiences. In the fourth century B.C.E., a now-lost tragedy, the Skyrioi, 
attributed to Euripides, appears to recount a gender-bending Achilles discovered on Skyros by 
Odysseus.13 The plot of this lost play (or perhaps satyr drama) is somewhat conjectural, but some 
clues survive from a hypothesis on a recovered papyrus.14 While the bulk of the narrative perhaps 
 
10 Fantuzzi 2012a, p. 284-6.  
11 There are issues with using Proclus’ summaries. For more information, see Burgess 2001, p. 12-33 but 
particularly p. 21. 
12 Burgess 2001, p. 21-24; Fantuzzi 2012a, p. 284-6. 
13 Fantuzzi 2012a, p. 287. 
14 Fantuzzi 2012b, p. 29-38; TrGF v.2, 665-6. Hypothesis here refers to the prefix to a play which often outlined the 




focused on Odysseus returning to Skyros to retrieve Neoptolemus, it is evident that there was 
some focus on the marriage of Deidamia and Achilles, and that their separation was 
dramatized.15 Nearly contemporary to this play, the painter Polygnotus produced a painting of 
Achilles living on Skyros with the maidens, which was eventually displayed on the Propylaea of 
the Acropolis (Paus. 1.22.6). There certainly seems to be interest in the myth, but to gauge to 
what extent these early literary and artistic works explored the amatory aspects of the Achilles at 
Skyros scene is difficult.16  
 It is not until the Epithalamium of Achilles and Deidameia that there appears to be a 
focused interest in exploring and engaging with the amatory aspects of the Achilles at Skyros 
myth. The dating and authorship of this work are hotly debated, but the consensus appears to 
coalesce around the idea that this poem is the work of Bion, a bucolic poet from the second 
century B.C.E.17 Arguments against Bion as the author, however, primarily assert that the 
Epitahlamium was likely written by one of his students or an imitator and dated not long after 
Bion’s floruit.18  
 The poem opens with a conversation between Myrson and his shepherd companion 
Lycidas. Myrson requests that his friend sing a sweet song of love like the one the Cyclops sang 
 
15 Fantuzzi 2012a, p. 287 puts forward that the main storyline was of Neoptolemus and Odysseus. Fantuzzi 2012b, p. 
29-38 goes into detail about the arguments and suppositions of the plot. Fantuzzi 2012b, p. 35-38 also discusses the 
“Boston krater” (MFA 33.56 = LIMC ‘Achilleus’ 176) which could also represent the plot of this play, though the 
characters and scene on this krater are disputed. 
16 A third century poem, Alexandra, attributed to Lycophron, hints at a genderbending Achilles through a prophecy 
from Casandra, but any mention of Deidamia or a love affair is elided. Clearly, there interest in this story may not 
have been solely on the amorous aspects.  
17 For background on the scholarship, see Fantuzzi 2012a, p. 287-291. He reviews the major arguments all the way 
back to sixteenth century humanist Fulvio Orsini, who first included this piece in a book of Bion’s poems. 




to Galateia.19 This is a reference to Theocritus’ Idylls 6 and 11 in which the cyclops Polyphemus 
is cast as a lovesick monster who bemoans his unrequited love for Galateia, a sea nymph, and 
attempts to soothe himself with song. After Theocritus, Polyphemus becomes a paradigmatic 
lovesick character in bucolic poetry, and references to this Homeric monster in this genre often 
anticipate narratives about love, or more often, spurned lovers. In this wedding song 
(epithalamium), the cyclops’ name is employed to install an amatory (and bucolic) frame, thus 
guiding the reader to expect the following story about Achilles and Deidamia to focus 
overwhelmingly on love.20 Marco Fantuzzi notes with that this frame, this poem significantly 
recasts Achilles as an “erotic-bucolic character,” and notes that the narrative is hyper-erotic.21  
 This amorous bent (or “elegiac bent,” as Fantuzzi puts it)  in the Epithalamium becomes 
obvious as Myrson demands Lycidas sing about the “secret kisses of the son of Peleus, and the 
secret marriage-bed” (6).22 While Lycidas’ narrative is mostly lost, in the surviving fragments, 
Lycidas does not hesitate to paint Achilles nearly as an elegiac lover. Lycidas indicates that 
Achilles: 
θυμὸν δ ̓ἀνέρος εἶχε, καὶ ἀνέρος εἶχεν ἔρωτα:  
ἐξ ἀοῦς δ ̓ἐπὶ νύκτα παρίζετο Δηϊδαμείᾳ,  
καὶ ποτὲ μὲν τήνας ἐφίλει χέρα….  (21-23) 
 
had a manly spirit and had a manly love. From dawn to night, he sat himself beside 
Deidamia, and at which time he was kissing her hand….23 
 
 
19 “Λῇς νύ τί μοι, Λυκίδα, Σικελὸν μέλος ἁδὺ λιγαίνειν, / ἱμερόεν γλυκύθυμον ἐρωτικόν” (1-2). Greek text from 
Hopkinson 2015. 
20 For more on the role of frames, see Goldhill 1991. 
21 Fantuzzi 2012a, p. 288-293 discusses Achilles as an erotic-bucolic character. Fantuzzi 2012b, p. 61-63 discusses 
the “hyper-eroticism” of the narrative. I use the term “erotic” here to elaborate and mirror Fantuzzi’s arguments. 
22 “λάθρια Πηλείδαο φιλάματα, λάθριον εὐνάν.” 




Achilles is no longer the irascible warrior from the Iliad, nor is there a concern that he must 
correct his ways to become a strong warrior, but instead, he is unproblematically cast rather as a 
doting lover who finds it difficult to leave his beloved’s side. His tenderness and desire for 
Deidamia are blatant, and the Achilles of the Epithalamium is clearly passionate and amorous.  
 This recasting of the harsh warriors of epic poetry as tender lovers in bucolic and later 
Latin pastoral poetry was not uncommon. Beyond Achilles and the monstrous cyclops, other 
figures also become softer and are fashioned to exhibit more tender qualities. In Theocritus’ Idyll 
13, the speaker tells Nicias, a Milesian doctor, that the mythical Herakles, who fought the 
Nemean lion, was also once in love.24 The Idyll then recounts the disappearance of his lover 
Hylas and the hero’s desperate and unsuccessful attempt to locate his lost beloved. When the 
search appears futile, Herakles falls into despair and begins wandering the land in madness, 
forgetting about his place among the Argonauts (13.66-71). In bucolic and pastoral poetry, 
authors find themselves free to explore and write about the amorous and romantic sides of the 
Homeric and epic heroes.25 Latin literature picks up and continues to explore the motif of ancient 
heroes as lovers. For the Achilles at Skyros myth, interest in conceptualizing and considering the 
amorous aspects of the Achilles is most evident in Ovid’s Ars Amatoria and Statius’ Achilleid. 
 
24 “ὃς τὸν λῖν ὑπέμεινε τὸν ἄγριον, ἤρατο παιδός,” (13.6). 
25 One could argue, however, that Homer was in fact concerned with the romantic and amorous aspects of his 
heroes’ lives. Indeed, even in antiquity, individuals understood this to be true. Maximus of Tyre (Orations 18), a 
philosopher writing in the second century C.E., celebrates Homer as an expert in depicting all types of love. The 
philosopher may have a point. The Iliad certainly portrays many aspects of love and lust throughout the epic. In 
Book III, the narrative highlights the decadent love Paris has for Helen, the emotional climax of Book VI is a scene 
in which Andromache pleads for Hector to abstain from combat, and in Book XXIII, we see Achilles grieve over the 
loss of his fallen comrade and perhaps lover Patroclus (even ancient individuals assumed they were lovers; see: Pl. 
Symp. 180a and Aesch. 1.142ff). Ovid, however, seems to indicate in his Remedia Amoris that Homer would never 
tell love stories. We must admit, however, that the loving aspects of Achilles’ character in the Iliad are somewhat 
secondary to his brutish and violent ways. However, this amatory Achilles certainly becomes the focus of later 




 In the Ars Amatoria, Ovid uses the Achilles at Skyros myth and his passionate desire for 
Deidamia to explain female pleasure and sexuality to his readers. The literary work is an 
extended elegiac poem and was written in the early first century C.E. The narrator, who 
identifies himself as the “praeceptor amoris” (the “teacher of love”), opens the poem by stating 
his purpose: to teach the audience the art of love. Later in the first book, the praeceptor explains 
that a woman “nevertheless wishes to be conquered in fighting” (Ars Am. 1.666),26 arguing that 
women take immense pleasure in being conquered sexually. The Achilles at Skyros myth, thus, 
is brought in to examine and explain this point. To a modern audience, the scenes that the 
narrator highlights are troubling, but are presented to an ancient audience as seductive and 
appealing. The Ars Amatoria presents itself as a didactic text, purporting to teach men how to 
seduce women. In it, the praeceptor paints Achilles as a model seducer, someone whose 
seductive games and tricks are exemplary.27 
 When the praeceptor alludes to the myth, he calls on Achilles to throw away [his] 
furnished spindles and urges him to shake the Pelian spear (1.695-6).28 There is a double 
entendre in the exhortation for Achilles to shake the “Pelian spear:” Achilles is not only asked to 
pick up an instrument of war but perhaps also his own “spear.” Marco Fantuzzi argues that with 
the ambiguity of “hasta” (“spear”), we may assume that Ovid not only suggests that Achilles, at 
this moment, is to become a great warrior, but also a superb lover.29 The praeceptor then 
explains that Deidamia was sexually conquered by force by the young hero (“viribus… victa 
 
26 “pugnando vinci se tamen illa volet.” Latin Text from Mozley 1929 (Loeb). 
27 Discussed more in Sanna 2007, p. 208-9. 
28 "Reice succinctos operoso stamine fusos! / Quassanda est ista Pelias hasta manu.” 




est,” Ars Arm. 1.699). Through this action, the maiden discovers him to be a man (“Haec illum 
stupro comperit esse virum,” Ars Arm 1.698) but also appears to take great pleasure in the action. 
Indeed, the praeceptor informs us that she wished to be conquered, and when Achilles tries to 
leave in haste, she calls for him to remain with her.30 The sexual conquest beguiles the Skyrian 
maiden and makes her desire more from the Phthian hero. The effect is that Achilles gets cast as 
an outstanding lover and someone whom others should look up to or learn from in the ways of 
love. Clearly, there is no hesitation to consider Achilles’ more amorous and erotic aspect. 
 Perhaps the most extensive meditation and exploration of Achilles’ amorous side is in the 
Achilleid.  This literary work is an unfinished epic poem started by Statius around the end of the 
first century C.E. and left incomplete due to the poet’s death in 96 C.E.31 While the epic was 
meant to detail the life of Achilles from his youth to his death (Achil. 1.3-7), the one and a half 
books written only recount his time on Skyros and his departure for Troy. For much of what 
exists, particular attention is focused on Achilles’ love for Deidamia. Additionally, the narrative 
highlights a tension between Achilles between passion for Deidamia and his virtus or “virtue,” 
which is specifically tied to his manliness and often expressed as a desire to go and fight at Troy. 
 The epic provides little space between Achilles’ arrival on Skyros and his complete 
infatuation with Lycomedes’ daughter. As Thetis disguises her son as a young girl and 
admonishes him to remain hidden, Achilles’ attention is instead pulled towards the young 
maidens on the shores celebrating a festival of Pallas (Achil. 1.284). His focus rests on the fairest 
and most beautiful of all, Deidamia, and he immediately becomes filled with love: 
 
30 “Sed voluit vinci viribus illa tamen. / Saepe ‘mane!’ dixit, cum iam properaret Achilles.” 




hanc ubi ducentem longe socia agmina vidit, 
trux puer et nullo temeratus pectora motu 
deriguit totisque novum bibit ossibus ignem. 
nec latet haustus amor, sed fax vibrata medullis 
in vultus atque ora redit lucemque genarum (305) 
tinguit et inpulsam tenui sudore pererrat. (Achil. 1.301-6) 
 
When he, a savage boy who has never been shaken by any movement in his breasts, saw 
her far away leading her kindred train, he grew stiff, and he drank new fire into all his 
bones. Nor did his depleted love remain hidden, but the torch shaking in his marrow 
turned back into his face and mouth, and tinges the brightness of his cheeks, and roams 
with a light sweat as the light is beat back.32 
 
Achilles is overwhelmed by his passion for Deidamia, feeling the fire (ignem, 303) throughout 
his body.33 This is not the Achilles of the Iliad, but rather an Achilles with a near ‘elegiac’ 
bent.34 This side of Achilles appears often in Statius’ epic. The hero grows closer and closer to 
Deidamia, and as the two are in their chambers, the hero showers Deidamia with kisses (Achil. 
1.572-5), and they play each other songs on the lyre (Achil. 1.576). She, in return, marvels 
(miratur, Achil. 1.586) at the sound of his voice. The scene is tender and sweet, and Achilles has 
transformed into this soft and loving character, far from the manly warrior the Roman audience 
would have known from the Iliad. In fact, he is much more like an elegiac lover. Lorenzo Sanna 
has argued that in the Achilleid, the hero not only acquires the traits of the elegiac lover but 
rather epitomizes the Ovidian seducer, embodying and adhering to the teachings of Ovid’s 
praeceptor amoris.35 Sanna explains that Achilles employs the tactics of the Ovidian elegiac 
 
32 Latin text from Shackleton Bailey 2003. Translation my own. 
33 It even reaches his most inner parts, his medulla or marrow. This is a common locus for erotic desire to be felt. 
For more information on this, see Rosenmeyer 1999. 
34 Fantuzzi 2012b, p. 73-74 provides a brief discussion on the debate over whether the Achilleid is almost “anti-
Homeric” due to the heavy focus on the erotic aspects of this scene. Also, Sanna 2007, p. 208. 




lover: he follows Deidamia everywhere, always tries to catch her gaze, smothers her with 
attention and kisses, and he even plays mischievous tricks on her.36 The epic hero effectively 
becomes a model elegiac lover in the Achilleid.   
Interest in the aspect of loss and heartbreak in the Achilles at Skyros story is not evident 
in the literary sources until later. Statius’ Achilleid offers an extensive meditation and portrayal 
of the grief and sorrow that Achilles’ departure engenders.37 In the second (and last) book of the 
epic, Achilles departs with Ulysses and Diomedes towards Troy and the two lovers grieve for the 
end of their intense love: Deidamia appears on a tower, shedding tears for her Achilles and trying 
to imagine herself on the ship while Achilles looks back, also sobbing (Achil. 2.23-29). Ulysses, 
recognizing Achilles’ emotions, attempts to assuage his sadness by explaining why the hero must 
depart. Although Achilles has physically transformed, he still maintains this passionate and 
tender love in his heart, even while being set on course to becoming the unrivaled hero he is 
destined to be. This focus on the couple’s heartbreak is discussed in more detail below regarding 
its incorporation into Pompeiian art. 
 This focus on the amatory aspects of Achilles’ character does not deny that other themes 
were explored in the literature. Indeed, there was equally a focus on and interest in the gendered 
aspects of these stories. In the Achilleid, one way in which this plays out is through the tension 
Achilles feels between his desire to go to war and his desire for Deidamia. The poem uses 
“virtus” to define this desire for war, weapons, and aggression, the word being tied to the Latin 
word “vir,” meaning “man.” One way to consider it, his desire and passion for Deidamia is 
 
36 Sanna 2007, 2009. 
37 However, it appears that earlier works may have focused on the heartbreak Achilles and Deidamia experience, 




antithetical to, or at least conflicts with, Achilles’ manliness. This is most evident in two scenes: 
the one in which Achilles’ identity becomes known to the palace and again when the hero 
departs for Troy. In the former scene, Deidamia reacts to the events by letting out a great lament 
(“grandia… lamenta,” Achil. 1.886-7), to which Achilles reacts by “[standing] still, and his 
virtus is diminished by a secret passion” (1.888).38 This passion leads the hero to drop his 
weapons and ask Lycomedes for his daughter’s hand in marriage, and he even presents to the 
king their son. In a later scene, as Achilles departs, the hero turns to view the walls of the city 
one last time as he sails away from Skyros. While feeding his virtus by going to war, in this 
scene, passion and love overtake the hero as he reminisces on and considers his love for 
Deidamia. As Statius notes, the “secret flame was reborn in his heart, and virtus gives up its 
place” (Achil. 2.28-9).39 Again, this consideration and tension of manliness versus love seem to 
be central in Statius’ characterization of Achilles. 
  More often, literary sources consider the decadent effects of Achilles’ clothes. Previous 
scholarship, on both the myth itself and its representation, has focused on the sources that paint 
Achilles’ feminine disguise as decadent. In Roman literature, this is evident, for example, in 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, a narrative poem completed around 8 C.E that chronicles myths and 
historical stories in which transformation is central to the narrative. In Book XIII, Ulysses brings 
up the Achilles at Skyros story in an argument over who shall get the arms of Achilles. However, 
when he recounts the hero’s youth, Ulysses does not touch upon Achilles’ love for Deidamia nor 
any details about the two lover’s relationship. Instead, Ulysses highlights the hero’s 
crossdressing and how he himself ultimately succeeded in unveiling and capturing the disguised 
 
38 “haesit et occulto virtus infracta calore est.” 




Achilles. Ulysses reports that Achilles fooled others through the “trick of chosen clothes” (Met. 
13.164),40 but this was not enough to mislead the Ithacan ruler. Ulysses explains that he cleverly 
“introduced to the feminine goods and arms that would move a manly spirit” to apprehend the 
hero (13.165-6).41 The shield and arms remain the essential part of the story for exposing the 
hidden hero, and they unsurprisingly figure prominently in the Pompeiian art and other literary 
sources. In the text, Ulysses reprimands Achilles for his insolence and indignity for hiding on 
Skyros and exhorts him to go off to battle. The goal is to pull Achilles back towards the 
masculine world of war and conquest.  
 Even the other two Latin texts mentioned above, Ovid’s Ars Amatoria and Statius’ 
Achilleid, tend to portray Achilles’ feminine clothes as warping the hero and diminishing his 
masculinity.42 Monica Cyrino argues that in the Ars Amatoria, Achilles’ rape of Deidamia 
“verifies” the hero’s sexuality, rendering his feminine clothes no longer decadent.43 In the Ars 
Amatoria, Achilles’ transformation from feminine to masculine is symbolic and enacted through 
rape: the text notes that Deidamia recognizes through rape (stupro) that the Achilles is a man 
(Ars Am. 1.698).44 As for the Achilleid, Marco Fantuzzi has written extensively on how this 
poem makes clear that Achilles’ disguise and feminine appearance do not reflect his own wishes 
but rather his mother Thetis’. Thus, Statius aimed to alleviate any worries that a hero would 
 
40 “sumptae fallacia vestis.”  
41 “arma ego femineis animum motura virilem / mercibus inserui” 
42 It is also curious in Statius’ Achilleid that Ulysses already knows the hero’s trick and that Achilles’ own clothes 
are already slipping off before the horns of war are sounded and Achilles’ identity becomes known to the rest of the 
palace. It becomes clear that in the Achilleid, the transformation is strewn out rather than instantaneous, as other 
scholars, such as Taylor 2008 and Trimble 2002 have portrayed it. 
43 Cyrino 1998, p. 230-232. See also Fantuzzi 2012b, p. 69-71. 




deign to dress himself in women’s clothes. This belies a discomfort with a crossdressing hero. 
Additionally, Fantuzzi argues that Statius tried to emphasize that the feminine habits were not 
decadent to the hero’s spirit. At one point in the epic, the poet compares Achilles to a lion, which 
can be trained but not domesticated. As the poet explains, lions will always ultimately turn on his 
master at the first sign of a threat (Achil. 1.858-63). In essence, training may alter one’s 
appearance but can never fully transform one’s central or interior character. 
It is evident that while authors were particularly interested in the amatory aspects of the 
Achilles at Skyros myth, they also utilized this myth to explore other issues and topics, such as 
the decadence of wearing women’s clothes or Achilles’ transformation into becoming a man. 
Painters in Pompeii were doing the same. The Achilles at Skyros myth afforded artists an 
opportunity to explore love, heartbreak, genderbending, and even the impacts of femininity on 
men. In the next section, however, I show how Pompeiian representations of Achilles centered 
on Deidamia and Achilles’ passionate love and heartbreak. 
III. Representations at Pompeii 
 The Achilles at Skyros scene is relatively popular in Pompeii, with eleven examples 
identified from the city. In this section, I focus primarily on the paintings from the House of the 
Dioscuri (Fig. 3) while also considering two other representations that are helpful as 
comparanda: a mosaic from the House of Apollo (Fig. 4) and a painting from the House of 
Ubonus (Fig. 5). As shall be evident, these three works of art are relatively consistent in their 
iconographies and themes.45 
 
45 While these images remain relatively consistent in their iconography, some other representations of the Achilles at 
Skyros myth are markedly different. For example, the painting from the House of the Vettii is not nearly as complete 
as these three images, but some stark deviations are noticeable. While Deidamia still retreats from Achilles, the hero 
is uniquely unclothed, already in a heroic nude that is not in these other images. Furthermore, the palace scene is far 




 In the House of the Dioscuri, the painting of Achilles at Skyros was situated in a room 
traditionally labeled the tablinum. Across from it, another image from the life of Achilles stood. 
This other painting displays the hero’s wrath and near slaying of Agamemnon (explained in 
greater detail below).46 The Skyros painting is fragmentary, with much of the portion on the left 
evidently destroyed. However, with these other Pompeiian examples as comparanda, we can 
reconstruct and evaluate the painting from the House of the Dioscuri. In the center, Achilles 
stands, still disguised as a woman and having just rushed to grab the shield that Ulysses brought. 
The other characters in the painting run around him. In the foreground, Ulysses, identified by his 
cap, grabs Achilles’ arm, and another Achaean (perhaps Diomedes) stands behind the disguised 
hero and reaches for his other arm. 47 Achilles, however, looks at neither, nor does he look at the 
shield for which he reaches. Instead, his head is turned back, and the hero gazes to the right, into 
a portion of the painting that is damaged and now missing. 
 The painting from the House of Ubonus (Fig. 5) is strikingly similar and can fill in the 
gaps from our example in the House of the Dioscuri.48 In the House of Ubonus example, Achilles 
also reaches for the shield while Ulysses and another Achaean reach for Achilles’ arms. In the 
background, the figure of King Lycomedes becomes clear as he overlooks the action that occurs 
 
46 Trimble 2002, p. 225-230. 
47 Trimble 2002 discusses how Odysseus’ grasp of Achilles is a formulaic gesture of sexual violence (“rapio” or 
“ἁρπάζω”). She compares this to another image at Pompeii from the House of Menander that depicts Cassandra 
being taken away by an Achaean during the sack of Troy. The other figure is typically identified as Diomedes 
because this is who accompanies Ulysses in the Achilleid. 
48 The Achilles at Skyros painting in the House of the Ubonus was found in a cubiculum in which two other scenes 
tied to the life of Achilles were also found: one depicts Thetis at the forge of Haephestus to retrieve new armor for 
the hero, a scene that is also found in the Iliad, and the second painting portrays the Wrath of Achilles (discussed 
below). The House of the Ubonus is sometimes named or referred to as the House of the Lararium of Achilles due to 
this collection. Unfortunately, this house is generally less preserved than the others discussed here, and thus it is 
more difficult to reconstruct the full context of these paintings. However, the painting is nevertheless helpful in 




below him. Here, the question to what Achilles peers towards, or to what is missing from the 
House of the Dioscuri example, is answered: Achilles looks off towards his lover, Deidamia. Her 
body mirrors his as she flees from the action. Unlike Achilles, who still wears women’s clothes, 
Deidamia is nearly nude. The two lock eyes; their gaze towards one another is suspended on the 
wall. The painter has chosen to capture the moment in which the two realize that they shall soon 
be separated as the hero is to be carried off to war. 
The last image from Pompeii which I wish to consider is a mosaic from the garden of the 
House of Apollo (Fig. 4).49 In this image, only three characters appear to be depicted: Deidamia, 
Achilles, and Ulysses.50 Previous scholars have used this mosaic to help evaluate and consider 
the shield that Achilles reaches for in the scene, as it is featured prominently and well preserved. 
On the center, two figures are represented: a centaur, traditionally identified as Chiron, and 
another individual assumed to be Achilles.51 The scene on the shield thus is interpreted as 
portraying Chiron instructing Achilles on how to play the lyre. Ulysses’ spear points directly at 
the image on the shield, just as it does in the painting from the House of the Dioscuri. Next to the 
shield is a mirror, presumably part of the cache of gifts Ulysses presented to the maidens. The 
mirror also appears in both the paintings from the House of the Dioscuri and the House of the 
Ubonus, typically positioned near the shield on the ground. 
 Rabun Taylor and Jennifer Trimble both consider how the shield operates in the unveiling 
of this gender-bending warrior. Chiron was Achilles’ tutor before the hero was brought to 
Skyros, and the centaur taught the hero both skills of war and music. In pointing to the image of 
 
49 Also discussed prominently in Trimble 2002 and Taylor 2008, p. 144-152. 
50 If there were other figures, they do not survive due to the mosaic’s fragmentary state 




a young Achilles, Ulysses is possibly reminding Achilles of his true identity.52 Rabun Taylor 
takes this one step further in his book in which he considers the function of the mirror in Roman 
art. He sees the shield as a mirror itself, in which the hero could see his reflected self and 
confront the moral implications of his disguise.53 Taylor argues that with the aid of the shield, the 
hero experiences a peripeteia, or a sudden and profound change in his inner condition. Achilles 
sees himself in the shield and becomes immediately aware of his appearance, actions, and 
disguise, just as Ulysses and the others do in this chaotic moment.54 The Phthian hero recognizes 
how decadent and damaging his crossdressing has been, but he also begins to see his idealized 
self, a young warrior preparing for his future. In this scene, Achilles is, in a sense, reborn, or at 
least his masculinity is corrected and renewed.  As Taylor puts it, at this moment, Achilles 
becomes the hero of the Iliad, set to realize his destiny of fighting and dying at Troy. For Taylor, 
the Achilles at Skyros paintings at Pompeii spotlights transitions. Achilles not only transitions 
out of his disguise but also, he transitions into becoming a fully realized man and hero. 
 While I agree that Achilles experiences a moment of realization and clarity in this scene, I 
do not believe the hero is concerned with the destructive effects of femininity and women’s 
habits in this story. This is not to discard Taylor’s arguments entirely, but I do wish to stress that 
it is evident that there is a clear emphasis on the amatory aspect of this myth in these Pompeiian 
representations. In none of the images is the hero looking at the shield, nor is his attention drawn 
 
52 Trimble 2002, p. 233-4; Taylor p. 148-152. Also note that it appears that it was not until the first century C.E. that 
the two stories, Achilles with Chiron and Achilles at Skyros, were attested in linear chronology. Earlier works do not 
appear to juxtapose these two components of Achilles’ life. See Trimble 2002, p. 234 and particularly footnote 22.  
53 The goal of his chapter is to explore the shield as a mirror, and thus as a tool that is didactic, apotrapaic, and 
palintropaic, or a device which turns and reflects images back towards the viewer. For more see Taylor 2008, 143-
152. 




to Ulysses, who grabs his arm. Instead, in his unveiling, Achilles suddenly realizes that he will 
lose his love. There is a tension in the paintings and mosaic. The two lovers, caught in each 
other’s gaze, are being pulled apart: Achilles towards war and Deidamia towards the safety of 
her palace. This is manifest in the representation of the two individuals. Achilles’ body slants 
towards the right as Deidamia leans to the left. Achilles’ concern is not on the shield or the men 
that surround him. Deidamia is equally unconcerned with those moving about her. Instead, the 
two lock eyes as they begin to understand the impact of this moment on their relationship. 
Achilles is violently taken away to contribute to a fierce war while Deidamia remains on Skyros 
with their newborn son, Neoptolemus. The image captures love and loss. 
 At this point, it is productive to turn back to Statius to interpret the image further. Again, 
while Statius wrote his Achilleid well after these wall paintings were created and subsequently 
buried in volcanic ash, these artworks in Pompeii and this Flavian epic may be seen as 
participating in a larger cultural context in which this myth would have been discussed and 
retold.55 Additionally, it appears that Statius’ Achilleid often incorporated and responded to 
earlier iterations of this myth in literary works. Thus, thinking through the Achilleid can 
nevertheless be helpful in evaluating these images. In the late first-century epic, there is an 
abrupt shift in the action following Achilles’ reveal. Immediately, Deidamia is said to lament 
(“plangebat,” Achil. 1.885) and Achilles, upon hearing her wail, yields to passion (line 1.888, 
discussed above) and is described as “stunned by the deeds and quivers at the unexpected 
misfortunes” (Achil. 1.890).56 The hero immediately provides Lycomedes with an explanation 
 
55 Trimble 2002, n. 34. 




for his deception and asks for his daughter’s hand in marriage, and he presents their son to the 
king. 
 This passage can inform and guide interpretations of certain aspects of the images of the 
Achilles at Skyros myth from Pompeii. For example, one can consider how this passage sheds 
light on the role of Lycomedes in Pompeiian art. As the paterfamilias, he looms large in the 
background in the two painted examples. It is evident in the literature that in Achilles’ unveiling, 
it is not only the Phthian hero that loses Deidamia; Lycomedes loses his daughter. She is no 
longer his own, having been taken by Achilles in lust. Not long after, Lycomedes discovers the 
loss of Deidamia’s innocence, his grandson bearing witness to this fact. The unveiling is a 
destabilizing moment for the paterfamilias. It is revealed that he is not in control of his 
household or his children. If this scene is meant to display the power and force of the patron, as 
Jennifer Trimble suggests, it seems rather odd to choose a scene that depicts a paterfamilias that 
has famously been deceived, and whose daughter was taken without his knowledge or consent.57  
The Achilleid can also help us interrogate and draw out the Pompeiian artist and viewers’ 
engagement with themes of love, heartbreak, and loss in the Achilles on Skyros myth. In 
Deidamia’s first dialogue with the hero after his unveiling, the princess questions if she will ever 
see her beloved again and wonders if he will remember her. She laments that “Achilles, having 
been granted to wretched me, is snatched away” (Achil. 1.939).58 The epic’s concern seems to 
center on how Achilles’ unveiling will impact his relationship with Deidamia. As already 
discussed, the following scene, which opens the second book of the Achilleid, the two lovers 
 
57 Trimble 2002, p. 242-8.  




shed tears at Achilles’ departure. In the immediate aftermath of the unveiling, there is a wedding 
and a heartbreaking departure, not a celebration of Achilles as a fully realized warrior and man. 
 The focus is not on Achilles’ transition to manhood in Statius’ Achilleid nor in the 
Pompeiian paintings and mosaic, but instead on his relationship with Deidamia, and how the 
Trojan War will impact the hero and his lover. Perhaps there is still a peripeteia, as Taylor 
suggested, except instead, it is that Achilles suddenly realizes that his heroic fate determines the 
end of his time with Deidamia and a permanent separation from his lover. At this moment, 
Achilles still becomes the hero of the Iliad, but only at the loss of his former life and love. At the 
moment that Achilles’ trick is revealed, the hero recognizes his future is one without Deidamia. 
IV. Achilles on Skyros in context: House of the Dioscuri 
 In the Achilles at Skyros painting from the House of the Dioscuri, there appears to be a 
clear interest in exploring the amatory aspects of the myth. Additionally, grief and heartbreak 
also seem to be embedded within the framing and layout of this painting. This becomes more 
obvious when this work of art is studied within its broader context within the House of the 
Dioscuri.  
Bettina Bergmann, in her seminal article on the House of the Tragic Poet, provides a 
productive framework to interrogate how paintings express meaning to Roman viewers.59 She 
reflects on the memory palace, a strategy to store and recall information that was popular in 
ancient education. This technique encourages individuals to create a mental house in which they 
can place objects or ideas among the architecture, which individuals then can later recall by 
imagining themselves walking through their fictional abode and coming across these objects. 
Bergmann suggests that Romans perhaps saw their own domestic space and the materials and 
 




artworks within it, as a physical reflection of this conceptual memory palace. As individuals 
walked through their home, they could recall the stories and ideas embedded in the painted 
imagery. Bergman argues that the paintings in a house would, therefore, converse and interact 
with one another in formal and thematic ways. Educated Romans were therefore expected to 
connect the images, discuss the stories they represent, or detail how individual paintings paired 
thematically. The paintings were in constant dialogue, with shifting meanings, and a multitude of 
connections.  For her case study on the House of the Tragic Poet, she concluded that "the 
decor… had no unitary program or meaning, but it was also not without meaning.”60  
Just as Bergman has done with the House of the Tragic Poet, one can also try to 
interrogate how the images in the House of the Dioscuri converse with one another. In doing so, 
one can potentially elucidate the themes present in the paintings of the tablinum. I acknowledge, 
as Bergmann does in her article that there might not be a singular interpretation or theme 
presented by these paintings, but I do argue that the art of the tablinum and atrium do seem to 
elucidate and call attention towards the amatory aspects of the Achilles at Skyros myth. 
 The House of the Dioscuri is an elite household located northwest of the Forum. Trimble 
has emphasized that the architecture and the configuration of rooms are set along two main axes: 
one which runs from the main entrance and fauces through the atrium and into the rear peristyle 
garden, and a second axis which starts from that same atrium near the entrance and continues to a 
second peristyle and atrium (Fig. 1).61 The former would have been the central axis of the house 
and the main axis visitors to the abode would follow as it led into the tablinum. The atrium and 
tablinum are decorated in the Fourth Style and are part of a single decorative program that was 
 
60 Bergmann 1994, p. 255. 




carried out after the earthquake of 62 C.E.62 The walls of the tablinum were decorated with 
painted architectural designs which separated the wall into three panels (Fig. 6).  The Achilles at 
Skyros painting was on the center panel of the south wall, and across from it on the north wall 
was the Wrath of Achilles painting.  
 The Wrath of Achilles painting (Fig. 3) is fragmentary with significant lacunae, but its 
identification is quite sound as it closely resembles two other images of this scene. In the 
surviving portion of the painting are the legs and torso of a nude Achilles, who unsheathes a 
sword he holds in his hand. Behind him, Athena stands, armed and clothed. This image is very 
similar to a mosaic from the House of Apollo (Fig. 4), in which the major figures and their 
actions are visible, despite the mosaic also being fragmentary.63 With this, we can fill in what is 
missing from the painting in the House of the Dioscuri. In the mosaic, Agamemnon, seated, 
looks at in terror at Achilles, unsheathing his weapon. Behind him, Athena clearly tugs at the 
back of Achilles’ hair. This mosaic and painting depict a similar scene as the one presented in 
Book I of the Iliad (1.188-98). Jennifer Trimble, in her article on the images of the tablinum in 
the House of the Dioscuri, highlights several themes explored in this painting and its pendant, the 
Achilles at Skyros fresco.64 First, she argues that these paintings warn against transcendence and 
transgression: Achilles crosses boundaries by changing his gender performance and confronting 
his leader. Trimble imagines how clients visiting their patron in the tablinum might view and 
understand these images. She considers how these paintings may play into the act of salutatio in 
 
62 Richardson 1955, p. 104-108 
63 There is another Wrath of Achilles painting in the House of the Tragic Poet, but it is extremely fragmentary. See 
Bergmann 1994, p. 237 and fig. 27. 




which a client visits his patron, and she contends that the scenes are calling attention to the 
volatile and vacillating relationship between the two. The client might view these images and 
recognize that they walk a fine line between balance and chaos. These paintings display 
moments when Achilles meets that line. 
  However, if we consider this scene in the Iliad, it becomes evident that love and loss are 
also central to this story. The epic opens with a plague on the Achaean camp and a developing 
quarrel between Achilles and Agamemnon. The seer Calchas determines that the plague shall 
only end if Agamemnon returns his booty, the captured woman Chryseis, to her father Chryses. 
Agamemnon becomes furious as he does not want to give up his prize, especially when Achilles 
gets to keep his own slave woman, Briseis. Agamemnon’s fury reaches its height when Achilles 
tries to coax him into turning over the woman, and the Mycenaean ruler reacts hotly by 
threatening to take Briseis. It is at this threat that Achilles fills with anger and reaches for his 
sword. While it has typically been argued that Achilles’ reaction (his “wrath” or “μῆνις”) is in 
response to Agamemnon’s insolence and his hasty slight to Achilles’ honor, we must also 
consider how the event connects with the loss of Briseis.65 This is not the exact moment in which 
Achilles loses his slave woman as that happens later in the epic. In fact, the scene in which 
Achilles hands over Briseis was relatively popular in Roman art and was one of the paintings in 
the House of the Tragic Poet, for example (Fig. 7).66 While the Wrath of Achilles scene is not as 
explicitly about the loss of Briseis in the same ways as the Achilles and Briseis scene in the 
House of the Tragic Poet is, loss and heartbreak nevertheless a central themes here. It looms like 
 
65 This is discussed in depth in Fantuzzi 2012b, p. 99-110. 
66 And discussed in Bergmann 1994, p. 235-239, 245-246. A mosaic of this scene is also in Los Angeles and is 




a specter over the painting and would have been palpable to erudite Romans familiar with the 
scene and story. A particularly erudite viewer might even be able to quote the lines from 
Agamemnon from the Iliad and thus would recognize that the potential loss of Briseis 
contributes to Achilles’ ire and passion.67 
 Amatory aspects of this painting are quite opaque, and it is not nearly as clear how and if 
this scene comments on love and heartbreak as the other scenes in the House of the Dioscuri 
clearly do. First, Achilles’ feelings for his captured woman Briseis are difficult to determine. In 
the Iliad, there are indeed some instances in which an amatory and loving relationship seems 
evident. Achilles weeps on the shore after Agamemnon’s men take away Briseis (Il. 1.348-9), 
perhaps spurned by some sort of grief for losing his slave girl.68 In Book IX, Achilles 
surprisingly calls Briseis his “wife” or “bedfellow” (ἄλοχον) and calls her “dear” or “pleasing to 
the heart” (θυμαρέα, Il. 9.335). A few lines later, the hero acknowledges his feelings, admitting 
that he loved her in his heart, although being won by the spear (Il. 9.342-3).69 However, it 
appears the Roman authors were not convinced that Achilles loved Briseis. Or if he did, he did 
not act on his love. One letter in Ovid’s Heroides is to Achilles from an angry Briseis, who 
lambasts the hero for doing nothing to get her back.70 
 
67 Bergmann (1994, p. 248) postulates that viewers may have commonly provided quotes to images. Her argument 
stems from a scene in Plutarch in which an individual quotes Hector’s words to Andromache from the Iliad.  
68 "αὐτὰρ Ἀχιλλεὺς / δακρύσας ἑτάρων ἄφαρ ἕζετο νόσφι λιασθείς.” Discussed in Fantuzzi 2012b. It seems likely, 
however, that Briseis may have been a pretext for his weeping, and that Achilles’ anger and pain is rather tied to 
Agamemnon’s slight to his honor. See Monsacré 1984 for more on weeping in the Iliad (particularly p. 58 on 
Briseis).  
69 “ὡς καὶ ἐγὼ τὴν / ἐκ θυμοῦ φίλεον δουρικτητήν περ ἐοῦσαν.” Fantuzzi explores this “outburst” and its reception 
in depth; 2012b, p. 139ff. 
70 However, Briseis may be portrayed as angry due to the intent of the Heroides in which elegy is subverted and the 




 Propertius, on the other hand, considers an Achilles who is truly in love with the captured 
slave woman (Prop. 2.8). In one of his elegiac poems, the poet compares himself to the Phthian 
hero: just as Achilles was sorrowful after Briseis was taken from him, so too is the poet, having 
been left and scorned by his beloved Cynthia. The poet laments that “such pain rages in taken 
love” (Prop. 2.8.36).71 This comparison makes apparent that the poet perhaps understood that 
Achilles felt love for Briseis. Again, I do not intimate that the Wrath of Achilles scene was only 
understood to represent love and loss. Instead, I contend that these themes are indeed embedded 
in the scene’s narrative and could have been picked up by an ancient viewer. These themes 
would have also highlighted and drawn out the role of love and loss in the Achilles at Skyros 
myth. Alternatively, Roman viewers could have also explored the differences between the two in 
their treatment of love. An erudite reader may recognize that Achilles loved Deidamia, but not 
Briseis, or perhaps a viewer might assert that in the Wrath of Achilles painting, the hero does not 
lose his love, but his honor (τιμή). A conversation between the two images on loss and love is 
evident and ancient viewers would have certainly picked up on it. 
 Additional aspects of the tablinum seem to guide the viewer to consider the amatory 
aspects of the Achilles on Skyros myth. Above the main panels in which the myth was painted 
but before the upper portion is a continuous frieze of pastoral scenes (Fig. 6).72 In one portion 
that was excised and placed in the National Museum in Naples (Fig. 8), a woman wears a straw 
hat and sits atop a platform. In the scene, she receives a cup from a man who wears a short tunic 
and carries a staff, and a dog sits between the two figures. In the background is a wild landscape, 
and to the right is a house with a thatched roof, indicating to viewers that this is a pastoral 
 
71  “tantus in erepto saevit amore dolor.” For further discussion, again see Fantuzzi 2012b, p. 139ff. 




setting. Perhaps initially, this image does not seem to connect with the Achilles at Skyros scene 
below. It is not a scene from Achilles’ life, nor do any of the characters from the Achilles at 
Skyros scene below seem to be depicted in this frieze. However, in considering the frieze with 
the Achilles at Skyros painting, it becomes evident that this frieze provides a frame to view and 
consider the scene below. This frame would thus have likely encouraged and guided Roman 
viewers to reflect on the bucolic reception of Achilles, or maybe even consider a bucolic 
treatment of the Achilles at Skyros scene, such as the Epithalamium of Achilles and Deidamia. 
Even if viewers were unfamiliar with this specific literary work, they would likely be aware of 
the tendency in bucolic poetry to recast Homeric (and other mythological) heroes and monsters 
as tender lovers, who also suffer from heartbreak.73 Thus, this frieze offers a bucolic/pastoral 
frame which could guide readers below to consider the “bucolicization” of Achilles, and perhaps 
consider Achilles’ love, passion, and subsequent heartbreak in this myth.74 
 It is not only the paintings of the tablinum that would encourage viewers to consider an 
amatory Achilles in the paintings. Indeed, the painted decorations from the fauces through the 
atrium touch upon love and heartbreak, guiding and preparing the viewer to expect these themes 
in the tablinum paintings.75 The walls of the atrium are fragmentary, but enough material 
survives to allow one to recreate the decorative program to a certain degree. Entering the house, 
 
73 Again, Polyphemus is most popularly refashioned as an amorous/erotic figure in Theocritus’ Idyll 6 and 11. The 
Cyclops sings of his unrequited love for Galateia. In Idyll 13, Theocritus recounts Herakles’ grief over the loss of his 
beloved Hylas. The speaker emphasizes to his listener Nicias, that Herakles of myth, who fought the Nemean lion, 
was once also in love (“ὃς τὸν λῖν ὑπέμεινε τὸν ἄγριον, ἤρατο παιδός,” 13.6). For more, see above. 
74 I have adopted the term “bucolicization,” from Fantuzzi 2012a (especially pages 291-297) to describe the process 
in which epic heroes are recast as softer, more amorous characters in bucolic poetry. The recasting of heroes as 
lovers was a standard convention of bucolic and pastoral poetry. For more, see above.  
75 All information on the paintings within the atrium are from Richardson 1955, Baldassare 1993, and Romizzi 2006. 
Richardson 1955, p. 7-18 gives a detailed outline of the “Corinthian” atrium, its architecture, and artistic program. 




individuals would be immediately confronted by two images of Castor and Pollux, the Dioscuri 
or “Sons of Zeus” (Διόςκουροι). Upon entering the atrium, they would encounter many painted 
figures and several panels depicting scenes from myth. On the west wall of the atrium, just north 
of the fauces, individuals would see an image of Jupiter on the throne crowned by Victoria. To 
the south of the entrance, there were several panels that are now in extremely fragmentary 
condition and of which only a panel depicting Fortuna can be positively identified.  
 As a visitor continued their way into the house, they would have to make their way 
around the impluvium.76 The atrium was largely decorated with gods, painted as standing or 
sitting, and watching over individuals walking through the house. Proceeding to the left from the 
entrance, a visitor would catch sight of a portrayal of Mars on the north wall. If the visitor had 
chosen to go to the right, the individual would have walked along the south wall. This wall opens 
onto what has been labeled a bay, an inset entrance into the grand peristyle. On the western end 
of the south wall, along the cubiculum wall, there is a painting of Bacchus sitting atop a throne 
(Fig. 9) accompanied by perhaps another figure that does not survive. On the eastern portion of 
the south wall against the cubiculum, there is a painting of a Victory in flight.  
The bay along the south wall of the atrium is the most richly decorated. Within the bay, 
on the south wall that is shared with the Grand Peristyle, two figures flank the door with Ceres 
on the west and Apollo on the East. Above these figures were a group of mythological scenes, 
many of which are extremely fragmentary and include Pan encountering Hermaphroditus (Fig. 
 




10), Perseus fighting off the suitors of Andromeda,77 and the rape of Europa.78 These scenes 
would have been erotically and sexually charged.79 These paintings indeed are in direct 
communication with the Achilles at Skyros scene. The gender reveal of Hermaphroditus would 
have prepared the viewer for the reveal in the Achilles at Skyros scene. Individuals could also 
have elaborated on the scene’s connections and differences. In the next scene, Europa is taken 
away by Zeus, departing her home and family. Achilles at Skyros would similarly leave his 
adopted home and new family.80 The scene of Perseus defeating the suitors of Andromeda would 
also conjure up notions of love for ancient viewers, as the hero claims his beloved. Perseus 
embodies the values of virtus for men when put to the test in trying to liberate Andromeda.81 
Beyond these love scenes, the atrium is embellished throughout with representations of 
Eros, a god of love.82 An Eros stood guard at the fauces, and it appears that Erotes perhaps 
accompanied the panels in the atrium. It appears that there is a slight but significant interest in 
 
77 Richardson 1955, p. 15; Romizzi 2006, p. 113. This is not to be confused with the painting of Perseus rescuing 
Andromeda from her cliff, which was in the Grand Peristyle. This painting in the atrium no longer survives, but the 
excavators indicated that here, there was a painting that depicted Perseus fighting off the suitors of Andromeda, 
perhaps showing the hero using Medusa’s disembodied head used as his weapon. 
78 Richardson 1955, p. 14-15 gives an outline of the design and location of these images. 
79 Romizzi 2006, p. 112-114. I use the term “erotic” here to separate it from “amorous.” In these images, there is a 
more sexual focus in comparison to the Achilles at Skyros scene. The Perseus fighting off the suitors of Andromeda 
has been destroyed since its discovery, and no photos or drawings exist of it. For more information, see Richardson 
1955, p. 15. This is different from the Andromeda and Perseus scene in the Grand Peristyle. 
80 Not to mention that Herodotus sees the rape of Europa in a chain of events that led to the Trojan War and later the 
Persian Wars in which Europe and Asia committed wrongs against each other in stealing women (Herod. 1.1-3). 
Whether individuals were familiar with this work or that argument, however, is not clear. Nevertheless, kidnapped 
women are central in both the Achilles at Skyros myth (Achilles must leave to rescue kidnapped Helen) and the rape 
of Europa painting. 
81 Romizzi 2006, p. 113. Again, this is not to be confused with another Andromeda and Perseus scene which is in the 
Grand Peristyle. 





including images with themes of transformation, love, and heartbreak within the atrium and 
tablinum. Visitors to the House of the Dioscuri perhaps could point this out and read these 
themes into the mythical scenes in the tablinum. 
V. Achilles on Skyros in context: House of Apollo 
 The House of Apollo (Fig. 11) is located in the northwest quadrant of the city, and the 
house itself borders the northern edge of Pompeii. A large garden in the north consumes most of 
the space of the lot. Located at the edge of the garden is what has been traditionally labeled a 
“summer triclinium,” which today consists of a wall with three niches. To the west is a 
cubiculum that remains disconnected from other interior rooms of the house due to this adjoining 
garden. The cubiculum had a small porch and its entrance on its east side so visitors could enter 
the room from the summer triclinium. It is upon this east wall where the Achilles at Skyros 
mosaic (Fig.4) is located. This scene would have been accompanied by two other mosaics, one of 
the Wrath of Achilles (Fig. 12) and a final one depicting the Three Graces. Only the Achilles at 
Skyros mosaic remains in situ, as the other two were removed in 1839 and placed in the National 
Archaeological Museum in Pompeii.83 The interior of the cubiculum is decorated in the fourth 
style and appears to feature a series of paintings whose subjects are tied to Apollo. Identification 
of many of the figures and scenes are contested, but two identifications seem promising: one 
figure appears to be Marsyas with his hands tied behind his back, and another scene depicts 
competition between Venus, the evening star, and the morning star Hesperus, for which Apollo 
was the judge. On the south exterior wall of the cubiculum was a Nilotic scene with Alexandrian 
florae and a Dionysiac procession with flute players and a satyr crowned with pine branches.  
 
83 This information, and the following information on the paintings within the room come from Baldassarre, ed. 




 The art which accompanies the Achilles at Skyros representation does not pull out the 
amatory aspects of the scene nearly it did in the House of the Dioscuri. Ancient individuals could 
indeed compare the Wrath scene with the Achilles at Skyros myth, identifying that each has the 
loss of a woman important to Achilles central to their narratives. Connections between the 
Achilles at Skyros scene and the mosaic of the Three Graces are a little harder to draw, and they 
do not seem to be tied to love stories. For one, in the Iliad, when Thetis travels to Haephestus’ 
home to request new armor for her son, she is greeted by his wife, one of the Graces, who kindly 
welcomes her into their home (18.381-5). More distantly related is Achilles’ charge that there is 
no χάρις—or “grace,” from the same base as the name for the Graces (Χάριτες)—for him in the 
deal brought to him by the embassy of Odysseus, Phoenix, and Ajax in Book IX of the Iliad 
(9.315-17). The embassy had assured that they would restore Briseis to Achilles, as well as 
bestow him with a dazzling array of gifts if he chooses to return to battle. The Phthian hero, 
however, refuses as he is looking for amends from Agamemnon, not material gains. It is the 
hero’s honor which was damaged, not his property, and so the hero determines that he needs 
χάρις (grace) to mend the issue.84 However, whether an individual would be so keen to pull out 
χάρις from this scene and connect it to this painting of the Three Graces seems rather unlikely. 
 Rather, I argue that in this mosaic, what makes the focus on love and heartbreak is not the 
images’ context per se, but rather what is missing. This mosaic, when compared to the example 
in the House of the Dioscuri, is a stripped-down version of the scene: although the painting is 
fragmentary, it appears that the mosaic had much fewer figures than the painting. Rather than 
portray a full scene with the finer details of Lycomedes’ palace fleshed out, the mosaic renders 
only the most essential elements. In what survives, it appears that what was retained and thus 
 




emphasized in this image was Achilles, Deidamia, and Ulysses. These three figures fill out most 
of the space within the frame. Even if other figures were depicted, their presence would have 
been limited. In this stripped scene, the issue for Achilles becomes central: he must decide 
between Deidamia and his love or Ulysses and war. Ulysses points at the shield below, which 
depicts a young Achilles playing the lyre with his teacher Chiron, to remind the hero of his place 
and his fate. However, Achilles’ attention is toward Deidamia, and he looks in terror as she flees. 
In this stripped-down version, the meaning of the scene is clear and straightforward. It is clear 
here that Achilles is struck with fear as he comes to recognize he will lose Deidamia as he is 
pulled to war. 
VI. Conclusion 
 It is clear that a major focus in the Achilles at Skyros myth in art and literature by the first 
century C.E. is on the love and heartbreak of the two lovers. There does not appear to be any 
tension in depicting and considering an amatory Achilles by exploring his more tender emotions; 
in fact, there appears to be a concerted interest in considering this aspect of the hero’s life. This 
is evidenced by the literary and artistic works which incorporate or depict this myth. Indeed, the 
Achilles at Skyros scene was relatively popular in Pompeii compared to other myths of Achilles, 
and more so than scenes from the Iliad, one of the most important pieces of ancient literature at 
the time.  
While the Achilles at Skyros image at the House of the Dioscuri perhaps evoked multiple 
emotions, ideas, and interpretations from the Roman viewer, the image and its myth would have 
undoubtedly compelled the viewer to consider love, heartbreak, and loss. These remained 
consequential themes in the literature from the earliest full accounts of this myth on, and it is 




especially cognizant that it is a future without Deidamia or his son. The surrounding imagery in 
the atrium and tablinum of the House of the Dioscuri would have also helped draw Roman 
viewers to this conclusion. The bucolic portraits and the focus on love, loss, and unveiling would 
have prepared the viewer entering the tablinum to consider these themes in the Achilles painting 
as well.  
 In the House of Apollo example, we see the scene stripped down to its bare essentials. 
Here, the narrative is made clear: Achilles is being pulled away from his love, Deidamia, by 
Ulysses and the Trojan War. The hero’s visage manifests his terror and heartbreak as he 
recognizes what has happened. There is not much to distract from the central message of this 
mosaic. Here, it is made explicit to the viewer that this scene is exploring the heartbreak and love 
of Achilles. This image will become increasingly popular in the second century C.E. where it 
will adorn sarcophagi, where the themes of love and loss are heavily present. While the 









Fig. 1. Plan of the House of the Dioscuri, Pompeii 
with legend (left). Source: Trimble 2002, modified.  
Fig. 2. Wrath of Achilles, tablinum, House of the Dioscuri. Source: Trimble 2002 .  
36
Fig. 3. Achilles at Skyros, tablinum, House of the Dioscuri. Naples, National Archaeological 
Museum 9110 Source: Wikimedia Commons. 
37
Fig. 4.  Achilles at Skyros, Summer Triclinium, House of Apollo Source: Andy Hay, CC BY 2.0.  
38
Fig. 5. Achilles at Skyros painting, House of Ubonis. Naples National Archaeological Museum 
11608. Source: ArtStor; (https://library-artstor-org.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/asset/
LESSING_ART_10311440964).  
39
Fig. 6. Representation of the south wall of the tablinum, by Antonio Ala, 1861. Edited by author 
to insert correct central painting. Now in Naples Archaeological Museum. Inventory number 
ADS 338. Source: Catalogo Generale dei Beni Culturali, CC BY-NC-SA 2.5 IT.  
40
Fig. 7. Achilles and Briseis painting, House of the Tragic Poet, National Archaeological Musem, 




Fig. 8. Pastoral scene, tablinum, House of the Dioscuri. Source: Richardson 1955.  
42
Fig. 9. Bacchus seated on throne, south wall of atrium. Source: Richardson 1955.  
43
Fig. 10. Pan and Hermaphroditus, atrium, House of the Dioscuri. Source: Romizzi 2006.  
44
Fig. 11. House of the Apollo (unshaded area), Pompeii. Source: Baldassare 1993  
45
Fig. 12. Wrath of Achilles mosaic, House of the Apollo, National Archaeological Musem, 
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